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CAN PATRIOTISM BE CARVED IN STONE? A
CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF MT. RUSHMORE’S
ORIENTATION FILMS
TERESA BERGMAN

This essay examines the three orientation films that have been shown at the Mt.
Rushmore National Memorial since 1965, and analyzes how these films interpret
the memorial as a patriotic symbol. Although the site was originally conceived to
celebrate U.S. imperialism, each film moves away from that interpretation. This
analysis tracks how these films’ interpretations of this patriotic icon have evolved
to suit contemporary political exigencies rather than a fixed definition of Mt.
Rushmore. I draw on memory studies, rhetoric, historical theory, and documentary film theory to examine the changing representations of nationalism and
patriotism in these films.

here has been considerable scholarly analysis in recent years regarding Mt.
Rushmore as a site of national symbolism.1 Mt. Rushmore has been interpreted and reinterpreted in ways that provide insight into its use and meaning
as a U.S. patriotic icon. The choice of Mt. Rushmore as a location for inquiry
into the changing notions of patriotism stems from several sources. One reason is Mt. Rushmore’s prevalent cultural use as a “shorthand for patriotism”
in political campaigns, films, and marketing.2 Additionally, the interest in “historically oriented tourism”3 has resulted in approximately 2,037,861 tourists
having visited Mt. Rushmore in 2005, and more than a million tourists having
attended this site each year since 1959.4 Because of Mt. Rushmore’s enduring
status as a popular patriotic icon, questions regarding its changing message of

T

Teresa Bergman is Associate Professor of Communication at the University of the Pacific in
Stockton, California. She wishes to thank Carole Blair, Phil Garone, Marty Medhurst, and the
three anonymous reviewers for their valuable comments and suggestions.
© 2008 Michigan State University
Rhetoric & Public Affairs Vol. 11, No. 1, 2008, pp. 89–112
ISSN 1094-8392

90

RHETORIC & PUBLIC AFFAIRS

U.S. patriotism and nationalism have arisen. In particular, since 1965, three
different orientation films have been shown at the memorial, and each offers
a substantially different rhetorical explanation of the site’s symbolic meaning.
In general, orientation films primarily function as an introduction and an
invitation to learn about a significant site and its meaning. The Mt. Rushmore
National Memorial administration employs its orientation film in precisely
this manner. The layout of the visitors’ center encourages the viewing of the
orientation film, and the main walkway feeds visitors directly to theaters. The
National Park Service (NPS) rangers advise tourists to include the orientation
film during their visit, and the site’s printed literature promotes viewing the
film. A close examination of this orientation film and its two previous iterations provides an opportunity to understand the changing messages offered
regarding Mt. Rushmore’s meaning. In particular, this case study examines how
Mt. Rushmore’s three different orientation films work rhetorically to stimulate
ideals of social unity and civic loyalty. Communication scholars Robert Hariman
and John Louis Lucaites note that the “visual practices in the public media . . .
reflect social knowledge and dominant ideologies” at the time of their production, and that an iconic patriotic image “negotiate[s] the trade-off between
individual autonomy and collective action.”5 It is my contention that these
filmic representations of Mt. Rushmore work to naturalize “matrices of privilege,” including expansionism and imperialism, through acts of selectivity,
manipulation, and political expediency.6 The films depict social unity as constituted by an uncritical acceptance of past U.S. aggressions, and civic loyalty
as little more than an appreciation of physical might.
In order to account for the contributions and implications of these films,
or as Cecelia Tichi puts it, the “continuous textual mediation[s]” of Mt.
Rushmore, I examine each of the three orientation films sequentially.7 For the
first film, I detail the reasoning for the creation of the Mt. Rushmore memorial as well as for the production of the film itself. I follow this with an analysis
of the drastically reconfigured second orientation film and the contemporary
political and cultural conditions that contributed to its redesign. The strong
reactions to the second film and its negative reception contributed to the
production of the third (and current) orientation film. In the discussion of
the third orientation film, I examine the dominant ideologies at the time of
its production as well as the significance of the NPS’s continuing to use the
third film for the last 20 years. I conclude with an examination of the implications of the mutable meanings of Mt. Rushmore and their contribution to
public memory.8
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The Mt. Rushmore Historical Society produced the first of the three Mt.
Rushmore orientation films and the National Park Service produced the next
two. The original film, made in 1965, was entitled Mt. Rushmore: A Monument
Commemorating the Conception, Construction, Preservation, and Growth of the
American Republic.9 It was replaced in 1973 by Four Faces on a Mountain, which
gave way in 1986 to The Shrine, which is still showing at the memorial. Before
looking at the differences among these films, it is helpful to note the similarities.
All three films use one of the most popular documentary forms: exposition.
Because of its well-recognized and familiar form, it is not surprising that an orientation film at a national monument would employ this format. Documentary
film theorist Bill Nichols defines the expository format as one in which the
viewer is addressed directly, “with titles or voices that advance an argument
about the historical world.” It is the “closest to the classic expository essay or
report and it has continued to be the primary means of relaying information
and persuasively making a case since at least the 1920s.”10 The documentary
expository mode gathers a large measure of its authority from theories of
Cartesian modernism where a stable subject can observe a stable object and
report its results “objectively.”11 Although other forms of documentary incorporate elements of self-reflexivity, the expository format is not so oriented.12
While all forms of documentary invoke the camera’s historic presumption of
“seeing is believing,” expository film also incorporates the notion that its representational apparatus is value-free.13 One of the predominant elements in
the expository form is the use of a narrator wherein “the rhetoric of the commentator’s argument serves as the textual dominant, moving the text forward
in service of its persuasive needs.”14
All three orientation films use male narrators: Lowell Thomas for the first
film, Burgess Meredith for the second, and Tom Brokaw for the third. All
three films also include archival footage, music scores, historic black-andwhite still photographs, contemporary color images of Mt. Rushmore, and
editing that “generally serves to establish and maintain rhetorical continuity
more than spatial or temporal continuity.”15 The films share their screening
location at Mt. Rushmore, and these “external conditions of existence” considerably compound their reception as authoritative.16 Michel Foucault’s observation regarding the impact of location is applicable because audiences are
doubly positioned to not question the orientation films because of the films’
expository format and the authorizing factor of their presentation at a
national memorial.
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THE 1965 ORIENTATION FILM: MOUNT RUSHMORE
MEMORIAL’S ORIGINS

AND THE

On December 21, 1964, the Mount Rushmore National Memorial Society
accepted Charles W. Nauman’s script for Mt. Rushmore’s first orientation
film, entitled Mount Rushmore. The total budget was $17,800 and the proposed running time was 28 minutes. When completed, the final running time
was 19 minutes.
Nauman’s proposal describes the film’s purpose as one that would “document and interpret the history and the ideals embodied at Mt. Rushmore
Memorial.”17 Of particular interest is Nauman’s initial description of the film’s
content, and the ways in which it substantially differs from the final version.
Nauman proposed 2 minutes on Mt. Rushmore’s creator, Gutzon Borglum, and
11 minutes on the four presidents depicted on the face of the mountain.18
However, in the final cut, the first 6 minutes are devoted exclusively to Borglum’s
history. The next 10 minutes are a chronological description of the actual carving of Rushmore and the dedications for each of the four presidents, scenes
during which Gutzon Borglum is never far removed. There is a one-minute
description of Lincoln Borglum finishing Mt. Rushmore after his father’s
death; and the last minute of the film includes current images of Mt.
Rushmore. In this film’s interpretation, Gutzon Borglum is Mt. Rushmore.
The narrator, Lowell Thomas, provided a “voice-of-authority commentary,” which was a “richly toned male voice of commentary that proved the
hallmark of the expository mode.”19 Additionally, Lowell Thomas was widely
recognized as a preeminent broadcast journalist, a renowned war reporter, and
a “contemporary and friend of the late Gutzon Borglum.”20
The importance of claiming Borlgum’s friendship in order to establish
Thomas’s ethos as narrator can be understood by looking at Gutzon Borglum’s
role in the creation of Mt. Rushmore. The idea or concept of a Mt. Rushmorelike sculpture began with South Dakota’s state historian Doane Robinson in
1923.21 In his goal to boost state tourism, he initially considered a project “commemorating some phases of American history by . . . carving massive figures on
some of the granite pinnacles in the Black Hills.”22 Robinson’s original concept
was to depict Western heroes with historical ties to the Black Hills, a tableau
that would include “notable Sioux, . . . Lewis and Clark, Frémont, Jed Smith,
Bridger, Sa-kaka-wea [Sacagawea], Redcloud, . . . Cody and the overland
mail.”23 However, once the prospective mountain carving was offered to
Gutzon Borglum, the concept for the tourist attraction changed from one with
a local historical focus to one of a national scale.24 In 1924 the Free Press
reported that Borglum was planning “a colossal undertaking commemorating
the idea of union,” with Borglum stating, “The United States is without a real
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memorial to our nation.”25 Robinson did not contest this change of focus
and, in fact, “Robinson’s contribution to the project ended almost with its
inception.”26 South Dakota’s Senator Peter Norbeck stepped in and, with
Gutzon Borglum as sculptor, this mountain-carving project took on a national
emphasis. Borglum led the “monumental” task of getting Mt. Rushmore constructed between the years 1927 and 1941, during the Great Depression. The
total cost of the project amounted to just under one million dollars, a factor that proved to be the most contentious issue during the memorial’s
development.
The exact plan for Mt. Rushmore was one that evolved over the course of the
project and was tethered to financial and time constraints. Borglum described
his desire to carve the four presidents down to their waists, to carve an entablature of U.S. history, and to create a Hall of Records behind the presidents.27
Ultimately, only the heads of the presidents were completed, and work on Mt.
Rushmore was “finished” in 1941 by Gutzon Borglum’s son, Lincoln.
This orientation film conflates Mt. Rushmore’s symbolic meaning with
Borglum as an individual, fueled by Borglum’s conception of U.S. artistry.
Borglum’s idea of creating distinctive U.S. art in form and content can be
understood by taking into consideration the historical theory of monumentalism. Monumentalism is a critical historical approach to understanding U.S.
landscapes as a source of nationalistic pride. Environmental historian Alfred
Runte describes monumentalism as the reasoning behind the initial U.S.
National Parks idea that “evolved to fulfill cultural rather than environmental
needs,” and as an essential part of “[t]he search for a distinct national identity.”28 Runte argues that mid-nineteenth-century Americans lived under a
European cultural shadow and were accused “of having no pride in themselves
or in their past.”29 Furthermore, “the absence of reminders of the human past,
including castles, ancient ruins, and cathedrals on the landscape, further alienated American intellectuals from a cultural identity.”30 With the opening of the
West during the late nineteenth century, Americans found landscapes that
began to fill the need for an identity that was different from that of Europe.
Yellowstone, Yosemite, Mt. Rainier, and the Cascade Range started to satisfy
this nationalist desire. According to Runte, “the natural marvels of the West
compensated for America’s lack of old cities, [and] aristocratic traditions.”31
The concept of national parks and their monumental scenery functioning as
symbols of U.S. cultural nationalism intrigued Gutzon Borglum. Like many
artists of the time, Borglum had studied art in Europe,32 but he returned to the
United States determined to create an American art that was as distinct from
the European traditions as possible. Borglum “believed that classical forms
had no place in the art of America and argued that it was foolish to tie
American art to Europe.”33
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Borglum declared that “[t]he amazing and expanding character of [American]
civilization clearly demand[s] an enlarged dimension—a new scale. . . . ours
will be called the Colossal Age.”34 He further predicted that Mt. Rushmore “will
be [the] most gigantic sculpturing enterprise ever conceived.”35 Carole Blair
and Neil Michel place Borglum’s ideas for carving Mt. Rushmore in “the culture of the corporation and giant public works projects” as well as the “skyscraper competition.”36 While colossal projects certainly defined the scale of
U.S. architecture of the time, I would add that Borglum’s decision to carve four
U.S. presidents on a Western mountain also incorporated his desire to surpass
Europe’s landscapes filled with “the impress of the past.”37 Borglum’s carvings
on Mt. Rushmore would permanently impress the U.S. landscape with historical meaning and provide the United States with a site of national identity. The
question then becomes which of many possible definitions of nationalism did
Borglum carve into the mountain?
Borglum quickly defined the memorial in 1925 as one that would commemorate “Empire Builders,” and “will record the Revolution, the Louisiana Purchase, [and] the securing of Oregon, Texas, California, Alaska and Panama.”38
Borglum’s definition of an empire builder is most clear in his proposal for the
entablature that was to be carved in the shape of the Louisiana Purchase and
include the eight events that Borglum considered as defining American history: “the Declaration of Independence, the framing of the Constitution, the
purchase of Louisiana, the admission of Texas, and the settlement of the
Oregon boundary dispute, the admission of California, the conclusion of the
Civil War, and the building of the Panama Canal.”39 According to Borglum,
the presidents who best represented these events were George Washington,
Thomas Jefferson, Abraham Lincoln, and Theodore Roosevelt.40 Of these
four, only Roosevelt engendered debate, simply because he had not long been
deceased.41 At the time of Mt. Rushmore’s construction, Borglum’s vision of
this monument as a commemoration of U.S. expansionism was read as a
monument to imperialism, yet there was little registered discordance with his
“imperial view of history.”42 The historical circumstances and prevailing political culture of the time provide some insight into the acceptance of Borglum’s
ideology. In the late 1920s, the United States was still in the shadow of World
War I, and as Michael Schudson describes, the “[f]ear of anarchism, socialism, and bolshevism, plus concern about the need to Americanize immigrants” [were] reasons for a renewed interest in the Constitution and all
things American in the 1920s and ’30s.43 There was no objection to building
a U.S. memorial that Borglum portrays as one “designated as a monument to
a specific form of government,”44 which memorialized “the principles that
underlie the form of our political philosophy, and determined our territorial
dimensions.”45
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In addition to Borglum’s expression of U.S. nationalism as expansionist
and imperialist in the entablature and in the choice of presidents, the selection
of the monument’s location had its imperialist implications as well. Arguably,
according to the Fort Laramie Treaty, the Black Hills are still owned by Native
Americans.46 This dispute continues as of this writing because although the
Lakota suit against the United States for the Black Hills “resulted in a Supreme
Court decision in 1980 compensating them for an illegal taking of the Hills by
the United States in 1877,” this settlement has been refused.47 In 1924, the
selection of the Black Hills was largely uncontested, and this reaction can
mostly be understood in light of U.S. policies toward Native Americans, the
intent of which Edward Lazarus describes as “to kill a culture.”48 Active Native
American protest of Mt. Rushmore did not materialize until the 1970s when
Native American groups occupied the monument.
The first orientation film avoids a discussion of Borglum’s vision of the
memorial as a tribute to imperialism, and instead conflates the symbolic
meaning of Mt. Rushmore with a hagiographic representation of Borglum.
The film begins with Borglum’s work on Stone Mountain in Georgia, and
although there are 14 shots of his work at Stone Mountain, there is no mention of his membership in the Ku Klux Klan or how badly that project ended.49
During his work on Stone Mountain, Borglum joined the KKK in the hope of
turning the organization “into a powerful political force strong enough to
make national policy.”50 The Stone Mountain sequence is followed by shots of
Borglum at work in his studio and then by a lengthy cataloguing of his other
sculptures. The narration accompanying this section of the film is triumphant,
pronouncing that “his art was purely and newly American. . . . he was recognized as America’s foremost sculptors [sic]. . . . Borglum was an intensely
nationalistic and patriotic artist.”
Gutzon Borglum is never far from the audience’s eyes or ears in the tenminute sequence covering the construction and dedication of each of the individual presidential carvings. This sequence uses archival footage that includes
the dynamiting of the mountain as a prelude to the carving. In this sequence
there are 194 different shots, 40 of which include Borglum. Although Bruce
Nauman, the director, had indicated that the presidential sequence would be
dedicated to the represented presidents themselves, this sequence instead presents how Borglum carved Mt. Rushmore and his emphasis on spectacle—not
why he chose these specific presidents. For Washington, the narrator states,
“Gutzon had spent much time lately going over the George Washington face
refining it . . . [it] was his final touch by Borglum which transformed the sculpture from colossal bulk to a portrait.” For Thomas Jefferson, the narrator
asserts that Borglum “spent one third of the time . . . in rethinking it or relocating it within the mountain itself.” Lincoln is described as “a work of art, as
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a masterpiece of great sculpture. . . . [W]e have been little more than able to
indicate its fine possibilities.” The Roosevelt dedication description postulates
that “[i]t was another Borglum performance with William S. Hart of motion
picture fame and Sioux Indians attending.” Borglum’s skill as a sculptor is
highlighted in a two-minute segment explaining his pointing technique for
carving the mountain.51 There is a closing shot of Borglum in a fedora hat,
cross-fading with the “finished” Mt. Rushmore, that reinforces the film’s
hagiographic portrayal of Gutzon Borglum as Mt. Rushmore.
This film was well received at the time, and a National Park Service reviewer
wrote,“It is top quality, shows deep appreciation of the purposes of the Memorial,
and certainly stimulates understanding of the thorough research done, and the
true creativeness of Gutzon Borglum.”52 There is no question that this film
accomplishes an extended adulation of Borglum; however, there is very little
coverage of the “purposes” of the memorial. This approach is consistent with
the “Great Man” theory of history that can skillfully focus the audience’s attention away from larger cultural concerns. At the time of this film’s production in
1964, the United States was in the midst of a growing civil rights movement
that was based on recognizing and empowering those who had been left out of
traditional historical representations. Historian Michael S. Sherry describes the
political climate in 1964 as one that was increasingly unreceptive to any notion
of U.S. imperialism, where “[l]eftist radicals trained their sights on ‘the establishment’—the entrenched machinery of racism, imperialism, militarism, and
corporate capitalism.”53 Historian Howard Zinn sees this change as a turning
away from the approach to history where “the past is told from the point of
view of governments, conquerors, diplomats and leaders.”54
The decision to focus the 1964 film on Gutzon Borglum conflates nationstate loyalties and individual predilection. That is, if Borglum is patriotic and
nationalistic, then Mt. Rushmore is patriotic and nationalistic. Borglum is
shown to be patriotic and nationalistic, and thus it follows that Mt. Rushmore
is also patriotic and nationalistic. This syllogism accomplishes two goals. It
bridges the split between collective action and individual autonomy by placing
national ideals in the man, and it limits a detailed version of U.S. history and
patriotism to the imagination of one individual. One implication of this portrayal of U.S. history is that there was no national imperialism, just outstanding individuals.55 Additionally, this depiction accomplishes the Foucaultian
chore of masking national power:
[I]t was necessary for power to be self-effacing, for it not to show itself as power.
To a certain extent, this is how the democratic republics have functioned, where
the aim was to render power sufficiently invisible and insidious for it to be
impossible to grasp, to grasp what it was doing or where it was.56
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Facing a rising tide of domestic challenges to U.S. imperialism, this orientation film chose to define Mt. Rushmore’s national symbolism using a
hagiographic depiction of Gutzon Borglum and to ignore his imperialist and
expansionist definitions of Mt. Rushmore as well as his personal political
affiliations.

THE 1973 ORIENTATION FILM: FOUR FACES

ON A

MOUNTAIN

In 1973, the Mount Rushmore orientation film was replaced by Four Faces on a
Mountain. This new film was produced by the National Park Service’s interpretive branch in Harpers Ferry57 and was funded by the Mount Rushmore
National Memorial Society of the Black Hills, with a total budget of approximately $15,000.58 The film consists of a 1-minute opening of Black Hills
nature shots; 1 minute describing Doane Robinson and Senator Norbeck’s
involvement, as well as Borglum’s contribution to Mt. Rushmore; 17 minutes
explaining the depicted presidents; and a 1-minute conclusion. This new textual mediation of Mt. Rushmore reflected a very different definition of the
patriotic icon, and the most notable change was the elimination of Gutzon
Borglum as a patriotic synecdoche. The focus now shifts to explaining the
choice of the four presidents. Borglum is not mentioned until three minutes
into the film, there are no accompanying images of his previous artworks, and
his artistic history is condensed to one line of narration: “Borglum had
achieved some success as a sculptor, having executed a number of prize-winning works.”59 A Mt. Rushmore superintendent’s report succinctly describes
the change from the previous film. Whereas the first film had “depicted the
engineering aspects and talents of Gutzon Borglum, the other film dwells
more on the lives of the four Presidents selected to be carved into the mountain.”60 Another NPS memo takes a more direct approach and describes
Borglum’s role as “relegated to that of fabricator of the memorial.” This memo
further explains that “[t]he overall theme is chiefly an explanation of why the
mountain was carved, stressing the Nation’s desire to commemorate the ideals
of the four presidents depicted and the principles of democracy which they
espoused . . . thus facilitating a large-scale reminder of concepts vital to
American culture.”61 Interestingly, this substantial change in focus was not
well received by the NPS. Harvey D. Wickware, the acting superintendent of
Mount Rushmore in 1973, wrote,
The financial backers of the film are generally disappointed with it. They believe
it lacks the “zing” of the previous film and will not aid in inspiring the visitor.
The staff agrees that the sound and voice is [sic] generally depressing rather than
being spiritually uplifting.62
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How did this new interpretive focus evoke such a dismal reaction? There
are several elements that contribute to this substantial transformation in
reception. In addition to losing the celebration of Borglum, the film uses a
much less prominent narrator. The choice of Burgess Meredith as narrator is
intriguing because he had not been a journalist, and consequently did not have
the “objective” ethos that a journalist brings to the role of narrator in an
expository documentary. Meredith’s body of work reveals no single film that
would obviously qualify him to serve as narrator for Mt. Rushmore’s orientation film.63 Yet his political activism may have played a role in his selection. He
was “named an unfriendly witness by the House Un-American Activities
Committee in the early 1950s. . . . He was also an ardent environmentalist who
believed pollution one of the greatest tragedies of the time, and an opponent
of the Vietnam War.”64 His role as an environmentalist is noteworthy because
a 1972 treatment of Four Faces on a Mountain describes the memorial as a
“harmony between the works of nature and man” that is “reborn in the modern ecology movement.”65 The previously mentioned NPS memo criticized
“the environmental and history lessons worked into this film,” and argued that
these lessons were obstructions to the film’s providing a spiritually uplifting
message.66 The first minute of this orientation film contains no images of Mt.
Rushmore, and instead, is devoted exclusively to stunning nature shots of the
Black Hills accompanied by soft melodic music. The portrayal of environmental concerns and Meredith’s role as narrator are two significant elements
that comprise this new textual mediation of Mt. Rushmore. The third, and by
far the dominant element that contributes to this film’s bleak reception is the
presidential sequence.
The 17-minute presidential sequence is notable for its length and unconventional version of the represented presidents’ contribution to building a national
identity and sense of patriotism. Each presidential section runs between two and
four minutes and each contains two major themes. Instead of depicting the presidents as “Empire Builders,” the film portrays them as encountering profound
national adversity during their tenure in office, and drawing on nature as a
source of inspiration and knowledge. The memorial’s construction scenes are
used to introduce each president, rather than to highlight Borglum’s achievement. The dynamiting footage is used only once during the film, and the size of
the carvings is never mentioned.67 The focus of this film is not to celebrate
Borglum’s patriotism or his monumental achievement, but instead to provide
an explanation for why these presidents are represented.
The explanation offered for the choice of presidents is couched in rhetoric
that is particularly responsive to the tumultuous contemporary political climate. “[T]here were thousands of seeds and shoots of rebellion all around . . .
in this uncertain situation of the seventies,”68 and Mount Rushmore was one
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center of this rebellion. On August 24, 1970, several Native American rights
groups targeted Mount Rushmore, declaring that “[t]his protest is part of [the]
fight to awaken the U.S. government to the fact that the Sioux Indians have
been wronged. The government illegally seized the Black Hills and has not paid
for them.”69 This protest lasted just under a month, but during the next year
there was another occupation that was primarily organized by members of the
American Indian Movement (AIM) who “had come specifically to take possession of the mountain.” However, this protest lasted only ten hours because
“National Guard troops and NPS rangers dragged most of the group off of the
mountain.” Fears of an occupation at Mt. Rushmore continued to escalate
through the 1970s and eventually declined by the early 1980s. It was amidst this
confrontational atmosphere, when AIM leader Dennis Banks declared the
memorial a “Hoax of Democracy,” that the staff at the Harpers Ferry Center
produced the second orientation film.70
Along with Native Americans who were challenging the ownership and
validity of Mt. Rushmore, other U.S. constituencies were strongly opposed to
viewing the nation’s history through a celebratory lens. There were extensive
protests concerning civil rights, the Vietnam War, free speech, women’s rights,
the environment, gay rights, and Nixon’s actions prior to his resignation.
Historian Peter N. Carroll describes the mood of the time: “The crisis of the
early seventies . . . added up to a spiritual crisis of major proportions,”71 during which “Americans retreated to established ideals and old virtues.”72 During
such a search for established ideals and virtue, “the supreme act of citizenship,”
Zinn claims, “is to choose among saviors.”73 With Mt. Rushmore’s continuing
status as a symbol for U.S. patriotism and as a potential site for additional
protest, the decision to define the memorial in terms of the former presidents
is understandable.74
The first president in this film’s 17-minute presidential sequence is
Washington, and this sequence is as surprising for what it encompasses as for
what it does not. The sequence does not begin with Washington’s presidential
election or battlefield victories, but instead with Washington’s farewell to his
officers that “drew tears from many.” This noncelebratory introduction of
Washington sets the tone for the entire film. The sequence continues with a
description of Washington as drawn away from the natural setting of Mt.
Vernon on the Potomac River in order “to focus his country’s attention on the
awesome problems of internal harmony.” The film then moves to Washington’s
farewell address in which he admonishes the citizens to acknowledge the great
wealth of the country and to recognize that they have a “fairer opportunity for
political happiness than any other nation has ever been favored with.” This section ends with the narrator declaring that Washington was “the steady hand
that helped the young nation redirect itself after the destruction and turmoil of

100

RHETORIC & PUBLIC AFFAIRS

the Revolution.” Four Faces on a Mountain primarily defines Washington in
terms of surviving national hardships. The focus is on the new country’s
problems and challenges during Washington’s term instead of his successes,
and is clearly not “spiritually uplifting” or triumphant. This depiction reflects
hard choices, conflicting interests, and deep discord in the country. The representation of Washington at the end of his career and not at the beginning
spotlights the challenges facing a new nation, and echoes the contemporary
political concerns of the 1970s. Four Faces on a Mountain’s Washington offers
a definition of patriotism that is grounded in withstanding internal political
unrest.
The theme of persevering through national adversity and maintaining a
connection with nature continues in the Jefferson sequence. The film proclaims that the third president’s appreciation of nature manifested itself in his
Monticello home and was “like Washington’s Mt. Vernon . . . where he maintained his connection with the land.” The film then makes the choice to
depict Jefferson not only with the familiar quote from the Declaration of
Independence, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal” but also with less familiar lines, “that whenever any form of government becomes destructive of these ends it is the right of the people to alter
or to abolish it, and to institute new government.” The inclusion of this reference to the Founders’ belief that it would be patriotic to challenge any government that becomes destructive offers a knottier version of patriotism. This
depiction defines Jefferson as more concerned with internal governmental
matters, as opposed to expansion. The sequence also includes Jefferson’s presidential struggles concerning slavery, and ends with his lament: “I have sometimes asked myself whether my country is the better for my having lived at all.
I do not know that it is. I have been the instrument of doing things; but they
would have been done by others, some of them, perhaps, a little better.” Instead
of highlighting the Louisiana Territory and territorial expansion (which
Borglum indicated as his reasons for Jefferson’s inclusion), this orientation film
portrays a Jefferson who doubts his contributions to the country. Although the
narration alludes to his founding of the University of Virginia and writing of
the Declaration of Independence, this section ends with his regrets, thus highlighting a patriotism that is defined by surviving the challenges of the time
and by serious self-reflection.
The Lincoln sequence invokes the nature-as-knowledge theme and presents
a remarkable representation of his endurance during a period of national
adversity. Lincoln is first described as having “a new kind of wisdom, born of
the frontier. . . . He was the epitome of this fresh approach, of country wisdom.” However, the emotional center of the Lincoln sequence concerns holding the country together through the Civil War. Although Borglum considered
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the “conclusion of the Civil War” as one of the eight events that defined U.S.
history,75 Four Faces on a Mountain does not focus on the war’s conclusion, but
instead depicts a Lincoln mired in conflict and pain. This sequence includes
strikingly graphic photographic images of dead Civil War soldiers that draw
the audience far away from Mt. Rushmore. Also included in this sequence are
historical photos of Lincoln’s physically changing face that “clearly reflected
the scars and trials of a country torn from within,” during a time when “people hated and hunted neighbors.” As in the previous two presidential depictions, the focus of the Lincoln sequence is also on enduring internal national
conflict. Borglum does reappear in this sequence but only in terms of how he
was able to carve Lincoln’s face to reflect a “mixture of patience and faith
which had given Lincoln the strength to endure.” Lincoln’s endurance in the
face of the nation’s greatest internal discord was the message for 1973 audiences who also faced internal national dissonance.
The main difference visually between the Roosevelt section and the previous presidential representations is the substantial use of film footage that is not
of the depicted president but of contemporary society, including the urban poor,
immigrants arriving in the United States, workers on bicycles, people in automobiles, and tourists in Yellowstone National Park. Continuing the theme of the
presidents’ connections to nature, Roosevelt is described as a “conservationist”
who brought “a new level of consciousness in understanding Americans and
their natural environment” and who laid “the cornerstone of the gateway to
Yellowstone National Park.” This section then portrays Roosevelt as confronting national adversity in the form of internal class warfare. His sequence
begins with his refusal “to accept the crimes of those few rich who were
exploiting the people of the United States.” The Roosevelt sequence intertwines the two themes of nature and domestic struggles: “the preservation of
the scenery, of the forest, of the wilderness life for the people as a whole . . .
[should] not be confined to the very rich who can control private resources.”
The Roosevelt depiction offers the audience another portrayal of a former
president who successfully confronts internal discord. There is no mention of
his Panamanian exploits.
Four Faces on a Mountain’s conclusion includes a quote from Washington’s
farewell address in which he questions whether the American Revolution
“must be considered as a blessing or a curse.” Washington’s ambivalence about
the future of the country recurs in the final two lines of the film’s narration:
“Four faces on a mountain, each reflecting part of what America was and what
it can become, if we are willing.” This orientation film defines Mt. Rushmore’s
symbolism as more on the cusp of reaching Washington’s ideals than as having attained them. In 1973, critical questions regarding the country’s future
were germane, and this orientation film depicts these presidents as the nation’s
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saviors. This definition of Mt. Rushmore’s symbolic patriotism is responsive to
the contemporary climate; however, 13 years later, the cultural and political
climate was very different, and so was the next iteration of Mt. Rushmore’s orientation film.

THE 1986 ORIENTATION FILM: THE SHRINE
The Shrine lasts 17 1/2 minutes, is narrated by Tom Brokaw, and received funding from both the National Park Service and the Mount Rushmore National
Memorial Society of the Black Hills.76 The producer and writer of this orientation film was Robert G. McBride of Earthrise Entertainment in New York.
Visually, this film differs from the previous two by using more contemporary
footage of Mt. Rushmore, including many aerial shots. Narrator Tom Brokaw
not only brings his journalistic reputation to the film, but also his identity as
a native South Dakotan.77 The film’s positive reception is evidenced by the
fact that it is still showing in 2008, and that there are no immediate plans for
its replacement.78
Initially, The Shrine appears to fall ideologically between the two previous
orientation films. The Shrine offers some definition of the presidential choices;
however, its message is not wrapped up in the person of Gutzon Borglum or
in the historical adversity facing each of the represented presidents. The
major sequences include Doane Robinson’s contribution; two and a half minutes on Gutzon Borglum, with no reference to his previous artistic work; a
one-minute explanation for each of the presidents; the presidential dedications; and six and a half minutes on the construction of Mt. Rushmore. Much
of the archival footage of Mt. Rushmore’s construction is from Four Faces on
a Mountain. However, The Shrine adds dynamite-blasting sounds to the construction footage, and the sequence is not broken into small sections peppered throughout the film; instead these scenes are edited together as one
sequence. The actual dynamiting and jack-hammering, and the individual
workers at Mt. Rushmore, receive the lion’s share of screen time.
The Shrine’s overall message is a celebratory and progressivist version of
U.S. history without depictions of economic exploitation, Civil War deaths,
slavery, or Washingtonian regrets. In The Shrine, the presidents are not represented as mired in national adversity, but instead are shown as single-note
great men. The abbreviated depictions portray only shining moments, and
expansionism enters as an accomplishment. Jefferson’s depiction is first and it
sets the tenor for the next three presidential portraits. The familiar lines from
the Declaration of Independence are quoted, “We hold these truths to be selfevident, that all men are created equal,” but his call to abolish government if
needed, as quoted in Four Faces on a Mountain, is gone. Jefferson is described
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as a “great nation builder,” and one of his accomplishments is the “purchase of
the Louisiana territory.” George Washington follows and is described mostly in
terms of his character and of his choosing to nurture “the sacred fire of liberty.” Absent in this film are any laments or sorrowful presidential moments.
Abraham Lincoln is the “great emancipator,” who “lent a steadying hand” to
guide the country through the Civil War. He “was the prophet of America’s
permanence and of liberty, tolerance and social justice for all people.” He is no
longer depicted as emotionally damaged from the Civil War. A physically
active Theodore Roosevelt extends “economic freedom,” and “forg[es] new
links between east and west with the Panama Canal.”79 This presidential
sequence does invoke Borglum’s original expansionist reasoning for including
these four national leaders; however, this brief presidential section is followed
by an extended elucidation of the memorial’s construction, which becomes
the film’s main focus.
The Shrine commemorates the men who worked on the mountain carving,
as opposed to Borglum or the presidents. The narration catalogs the kinds of
workers involved: “In addition to the pointers, the construction crew included
powder men, winch men, blacksmiths, callboys and as many drillers as the
budget would allow.” We see many black-and-white photos of the workers
posed in front of Mt. Rushmore, but unlike the first orientation film, without
images of Borglum. The final narration declares that Mt. Rushmore “is a monument no less to the men who, working together, transformed the lofty ideal
into a colossal reality.” This change in Mt. Rushmore’s textual mediation
reflects a new slant in defining the memorial’s patriotic symbolism. In 1986,
the year of this film’s production, there was a definite shift in the national
political climate. President Reagan was in his second term and “despite notable
successes had failed to regenerate the nation’s cultural foundations.”80 Michael
Schudson describes a time when “civic life has collapsed . . . [there was] the
decline of parties; the fiscal impoverishment of cities strangled by suburbs; the
dwindling of newspaper readership; disappearing trust in government and
nearly all other major institutions; shrinking voter turnout; citizens’ paltry
knowledge of national and international affairs; the lack of substance in political campaigns.”81 By the late 1980s, Michael Sherry observes that “[t]he fact
of cultural discord . . . was not new,”82 but the civic response to it had
changed. In addition to the search for saviors during the ongoing cultural discord, a new reaction to the strife was the charge of revisionism: “In the 1980s
and 1990s . . . a backlash emerged against the interpretive transformations
wrought in the previous two decades.” Mike Wallace argues that “[p]owerful
figures, garbed as populists, claimed that historians and curators (even theme
park operators) had imposed their ‘politically correct’ views on an unwilling
populace.”83 In an effort to respond to such charges of revisionism, The Shrine
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eliminates the “environmental and history lessons” of the previous film, and
instead focuses on the less controversial accomplishment of the physical carving and on the actual Mt. Rushmore workers.
This rhetorical move accomplished multiple goals. By highlighting the
colossal physical aspects of the memorial, the film placed the audience in the
position of admiring the feat of the carving without asking for reflection on
(or an interpretation of) the nature of the country’s history, its future, or why
this memorial was created. Another implication of this shift in emphasis was
that the visitors’ experience at Mt. Rushmore became more of a recreational
event, with The Shrine defining Mt. Rushmore as an amazing American spectacle.84 This film extolled the work of individuals in the name of a very narrowly defined collective action—that of carving Mt. Rushmore—not in terms
of larger nation-state loyalties.
The Shrine can be read as a partial return to Doane Robinson’s original
intention for Mt. Rushmore where “every community . . . should have something to draw tourists.”85 The Shrine offers tourists an “exciting” rendition of
Mt. Rushmore—one that is closer to a theme park experience than a contemplative site of national reflection.86 Also embedded in this “fun” representation
of Mt. Rushmore is an allusion to U.S. imperialism. In their work on Mt.
Rushmore’s ideological representation, Blair and Michel argue that the memorial itself “is an image of imperialist pride.”87 The inclusion of the imperialistic reasoning for the presidential choices can be seen as laying the groundwork
for understanding the United States as empire and as an imperialistic power,
and I offer this interpretation with the understanding that the creators of The
Shrine may well have intended to make the film more historically accurate.88
Nevertheless, the memorial’s message of imperialism is significantly muted
because of the emphasis on the construction sequence and the workers’ ability to create Mt. Rushmore. One result of this particular combination of scenes
is that the audience is “wowed” by the dynamiting, and uncritically accepts the
depiction of U.S. imperialism. Reinforcing this message is the continued
absence of any acknowledgment of Native American claims of ownership to
the Black Hills.
When compared to Four Faces on a Mountain and the first orientation
film, Mt. Rushmore, The Shrine is much more triumphant about the U.S.
past. And The Shrine portrays the workers’ skills as the main component of
Mt. Rushmore’s patriotic symbolism. No longer is Mt. Rushmore the creation of a single man—Gutzon Borglum—it is now the triumph of myriad
U.S. workers. The Shrine offers audiences a version of U.S. nation-building
in terms of individuals literally and metaphorically conquering a mountain.
The film’s narrative of patriotism is built on the premise that the United
States can “blast” its way to success through skill and technological prowess.
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The Shrine’s patriotism is grounded in the abilities of individual Americans
and not in a single great man or the country’s leaders.
The Shrine has been Mt. Rushmore’s orientation film for more than 20
years. Its longevity speaks to its positive reception and adherence to contemporary dominant ideologies. The Shrine’s emphasis on the individual in the
name of a collective action is one that still resonates and offers a noncontroversial definition of patriotism. The film’s focus on the Mt. Rushmore workers
and their physical prowess delineates successful individual actions in the name
of a national interest that is limited to the monument itself. The workers’ representation conveniently avoids identifying Mt. Rushmore’s patriotic symbolism with more contentious arenas of world affairs.89

MUTABLE MEANINGS
The changing rhetorical constructions of the site’s meaning offers an opportunity to understand not only how these films contribute to what Roy Rosenzweig
and David Thelen have identified as U.S. “historical amnesia,” but also how the
films illuminate what Americans do “know and think” about Mt. Rushmore’s
symbolism.90 I agree with Hariman and Lucaites that iconic patriotic images
“operate as powerful resources within public culture, not because of their fixed
meaning,” but instead, because they offer an interpretation of patriotism that is
“open to continued and varied articulation.”91 I have argued that there is not a
unitary definition of patriotism represented in these films and that their parameters are largely determined by a selective and manipulative representation of
U.S. history that is also politically expedient. From defining Mt. Rushmore as
Gutzon Borglum, to defining this patriotic icon through its presidents during
times of crisis, to understanding Mt. Rushmore as the result of individual workers’ abilities, these films illustrate the changing nature of this icon’s symbolism.
The question then arises as to what are the implications of these mutable meanings of one of America’s most iconic patriotic symbols. Some implications of
these fluid definitions include selective memory and manipulation. In the first
orientation film, Gutzon Borglum is offered as the definition of Mt. Rushmore;
however, no mention is made of his Ku Klux Klan affiliation or his belief in
imperialist expansionism. The second orientation film solely concentrated on
U.S. historical hardships, while the third and current film reduces U.S. nationhood to the ability of individuals to blow up mountains. In addition to this
selective rendering of U.S. history, the films reduce significant concepts regarding nation-building and citizenship to individual concerns informed by political expediency. From ignoring the Native American ownership of the Black
Hills to celebrating expansionism, these filmic representations naturalize
expansionism and imperialism in the name of patriotism.
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There is the possibility of representing and remembering Mt. Rushmore’s
patriotic symbolism differently; that is, other than through a progressivist and
privileged trajectory. Despite its shortcomings, the 1973 orientation film did
focus on the harsh realities of U.S. political life and offered audiences a representation that incorporated challenges into a U.S. historical narrative. An
approach that incorporates the contested nature of Mt. Rushmore’s ownership
as well as addressing the evolution in what it means to be patriotic or nationalistic would continue the role of these orientation films in addressing contemporary political exigencies and ensure greater historical accuracy.
Constructing a national identity is complicated and consequential, and even
though this particular patriotic icon is carved in stone, its orientation films are
not. As resources in the ongoing construction of public memory, these orientation films illustrate the mutability in defining this patriotic symbol—and the
possibility to redefine and (re)present its meaning.
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